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INTRODUCTION
Path of Worry
The poems that make up Worry investigate themes of feminine struggle, identity
and survival. They move at a fast pace, and many of the metaphors are drawn from the
animal kingdom. The poems in my first manuscript have been greatly shaped by the
prose and poems of writers such as James Wright, Louise Gluck, Jack Gilbert, Robert
Hass, and Stephen Dunn. I’m reluctant to make such a list, because it inevitably omits
many other important influences, while at the same time it assumes that “influence” is a
traceable force that a writer can be consciously aware of and somehow pin down.
But I do know that as a young writer, while studying literature and writing at
Brigham Young University and Vermont College, these were the writers who I actively
turned to, sometimes seeking them out in the flesh, in order to hone my craft. And
ultiihately, these were the writers who offered me practical answers to questions such as:
What kind of poem should a Mormon girl write? How do I go about making those
poems?
By the time I arrived at Western Michigan University, with several of the fortyone poems that comprise Worry underway, I had already figured out that I
tended to write conversational poems preoccupied with nature. The tendency that my
poems had toward conversation borrowed much from poets like Gilbert and Dunn. For
me, these poets captured an authentic voice. I think it was Dunn who gave me the
permission I needed to explore a narrative voice in my poems. In a 1997 craft interview
that I conducted with Dunn, I asked him about his early influences at Syracuse and his
1
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tendency to “talk” in his poems. I asked: “Did you ‘talk’ in your poems even back then,
early on?” He said: “No. Well, maybe I did. But if I did, I was afraid to do it. It was a
time when Bly’s notion of the deep image was the ethos of the land. So, not knowing
very much, I attempted to write deep image poems. [ . . . . ] I tried to write poems of that
stripe. In workshop, images were applauded. Tightness and precision were applauded
too. And I could write like that. It was not until after Syracuse—then I started to find my
own way, and it took a while.”
I took Dunn’s words to heart. Not only did I allow my poems to become more
narrative, I also tuned out certain types of workshop feedback. The idea of altering my
path, of prolonging the discovery of my own way, because of either fear or the desire to
be applauded, prompted me into becoming a more serious writer. It also forced me to pay
more attention to the concept of audience. At the time I interviewed Dunn, his book of
prose poems, Rifts & Reciprocities: Prose Pairs, had recently been released. When I
asked him how his first readers had responded to them, he answered: “I feel somewhat
brave in this, because I didn’t have a lot of support early for these. Larry Raab, for
example, thought I was just fooling around. ‘Why don’t you either write a whole essay or
why don’t you write a poem? What is this in between stuff?’ It was important not to
listen to him. I just followed my own dictates. Then I got lucky by being on sabbatical
and getting to go to Bellagio in Italy. I was away from everybody and worked wholly on
my own terms. My wife was with me. She saw them. But nobody else did. When I
came back, I had enough of them that they seemed-even to the readers who had doubted
them—rather substantial and worth working on.”
2

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Not only did this exchange encourage me to write such prose poems as “Cannibals
& Carnivores” and “Contemplating Light,” but it also gave me permission not to listen to
certain criticism from mentors and teachers who had been nurturing my work. It also
allowed me to contemplate further the concept of audience.
Even as an undergraduate writing poems, I have always been aware of my
audience. Because I attended a Jesuit university and many of the poems I was writing at
that time drew upon my Mormon upbringing, I was forced to write about my faith as
somebody other than an insider. I had to develop techniques for writing about a religion
and heritage which my classmates found alarmingly foreign. I didn’t write the poems to
gamer their approval, but I did want to write poems that they understood. Learning how
to bridge the gap between my Mormon upbringing and writing for a larger non-Mormon
audience was essential to my growth as a poet.
Another poet who greatly influenced the way I approached writing poems was
Jack Gilbert. I have been and always will be an enormous fan of Gilbert’s poetry. In an
interview I conducted with him in 1997--having read his essay “Real Nouns” and
knowing that he was very opinionated about the use of language—I asked him to comment
on his style. I said: “You’ve written some about your aesthetic—how you are a lean writer
who tends not to use decorative language. You try to be as straightforward as you can
about your subject and what you do.” Gilbert answered by saying: “I want it to be rich.
But I don’t want it to be rich with lots of costume jewelry. That’s showing off. I love to
find the richness of the language, but I don’t want it to take over the poem.” And when I
asked him how he went about writing a poem, how they came to him, he said: “I try to be
3
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pregnant first. There must be something I really want to talk about. I don’t look for
subjects. I’m not interested in producing poems. I think a lot. I see a lot. And if I see
something that has a substance to it, that I know something about that subject, that I’ve
experienced that subject in a significant way, that’s what I mean about being pregnant. I
contain the poem.”
This aesthetic impressed me. I, too, wanted to write important poems. And like
some of my peers, I didn’t want to write the same poem over and over. Gilbert helped me
see how important it was to contemplate the worth of a subject. He helped me understand
the value of experience, but also the value of sorting through those experiences long
before I tried to investigate them on the page.
Gilbert explained it this way to me: “The problem is, how to find a structure or
strategy that will contain this poem—be interested in itself. It can’t be the same strategy
I’ve used before. Most successful poets have hit on a way to make a poem. And it’s
understandable, that they just keep using that strategy. They change the subject, but it’s
the same strategy. I think that my books are a museum of strategies, showcasing different
ways to write a poem. People don’t know this because I don’t say, Took at the new way
I’m doing this.’ I’m not interested in doing that. It’s true that there are many different
ways to write poems, which is different than just different forms like a villanelle or
sestina or sonnet or all of the rest of those. I don’t mean that. I mean solutions of how to
write a poem. I like solutions a whole lot. To find the strategy for me is a big pleasure. I
don’t want to keep repeating the same device.”
Gilbert’s comment steered me away from writing the same poem or using the
4
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same strategy. The poems in my first manuscript, while demonstrating a cohesive voice,
vary their subjects and their forms. I think this variety owes a great deal to Gilbert and
his strongly held views.
Perhaps the greatest lesson I learned from Gilbert on writing poetry had to do with
a comment he made about how he wrote one of my favorite poems, “The Spirit and the
Soul,” from his book The Great Fires. I asked: “How and why did that poem get
written?” Gilbert answered: “I think an awful lot about what matters. This was written
not too long after Michiko’s [his wife’s] death. And when that happens, everything takes
on a new perspective. I knew a man, who became a very famous man. He was eighteen
when I met him. We were both going over to Paris on a boat. I was twenty-three or
twenty-two. We were very young to be leaving home and going out into the great world.
He was going with his two friends to climb the Matterhorn. They were mountain
climbers, and they could climb the Matterhorn already pretty much, but they hadn’t done
it. They wanted to do it just to work themselves into condition good enough to go and
climb Mount Everest. I thought he was just silly. He actually did it, and he died on
Everest subsequently. He was one of the great, all-time climbers during his adult life. He
died in probably his early fifties. He wasn’t particularly intellectual, but he was smart. He
said one time, when he was trying to talk me into mountain climbing, he said it’s only
when I’m holding myself in space by the tips of my fingers and there is only a thousand
feet of space below me, when suddenly I realize which things are important and which
things are not. I think about that a lot. And I was trying to think after Michiko’s death,
what is there left that is still important? I’d done and lived so much in my life. I’d been

5

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

everywhere and had almost all of my adventures. I’d had all of my childhood dreams.
Now Michiko’s dead, and I’m free from a relationship. O f course, I have a limited
number of years left. I don’t want to live them for pleasure. I want to live them
significantly. I want to live what matters most of the time. And this poem is one
approach to that. When I look back over my life, what are the things that really were
worth losing my life over? It certainly wasn’t for fame. I’ve given up fame for the third
time. I think I said to you on the phone that, when I won the Yale award and published, I
was the hot poet. Glamour magazine ran a full-page picture o f me. I was being
photographed by Harper’s Bazaar. I was in Teen magazine. And I got a Guggenheim. I
walked away from it. Disappeared. I didn’t try to publish again for seventeen years.”
Gilbert’s desire to pursue subjects that mattered did strike a chord with me. I too
understand loss, and I think Gilbert’s discussion about poetry and mortality instructed me
how to pursue writing about my brother and sister who were both killed in separate car
accidents. I think his high-mindedness about poetry and craft influenced me greatly, and I
think these words from the interview kept me from wasting any time writing silly poems.
I have a deep gratitude for Gilbert, his aesthetic, his body of work, and for the time he
took many years ago to meet with a young poet and offer essential guidance.
But it wasn’t just the writers I interviewed who helped shape my writing. The
poetry of Robert Hass has helped show me how to approach writing about nature.
Clearly, he has studied the world he writes about with a careful eye. His language is both
precise and accurate when he writes about nature. Hass’ deep knowledge of ecology

6
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informs his poetry and sometimes steers his writing into the realm of the political. Hass
has taught me that it’s okay to write poems that criticize popular culture. As a younger
poet, I shied away from writing a poem that would take a stand for animals or the
environment, because I feared creating something didactic. While I still avoid writing
didactic poems, Hass’ work has shown me how to write poems that offer judgements and
still remain poems.
While he was poet laureate, I had the opportunity to listen to him speak several
times on environmental issues at the Library of Congress. I was impressed with how
much of his politics made it into his poetry. I feel in many ways that Hass will continue
to influence my work. Hass had taught me how essential place can be for a writer.
The last poet I mentioned who deeply influence me is Louise Gluck. Again, her
high-mindedness about poetry that I gleaned through reading her essays and poems has
been essential to my own development as a writer. But it was her book, The Wild Iris,
that most greatly influenced the tone and shape of Worry. The arc-like structure of her
book, the different voices she commands as she speaks through flowers, encouraged my
poems and my manuscript to take their own risks. I, too, desire to make poems that can
speak through nature. And I think it was Gluck’s courage in this book that allowed me in
my poem “Worry” to transform myself into a bird. Gluck has inspired me to take chances
as a poet that I probably otherwise wouldn’t have taken.
I believe that Worry deals with the most serious issues of meaning and
redemption. And I believe that the manuscript carries the speaker to some sort of peace
with the world. The manuscript ends posturing toward a sense of hope, concluding with

7
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the same subtle understandings achieved in “Vertigo,” one of the third section’s opening
poems. After contemplating the fragility of life, the elusiveness of love, and the many
quick and unexpected modes of physical and spiritual death, the speaker finally concludes
in the last lines:
But I’ve
learned to weigh what I taste against
what I kiss. I can melt the snow
with these lips. Even though
I’m flimsy I’m beautiful. Even though
I know this I fall down.
What is satisfying here is that the speaker admits and accepts her own vulnerability.
These are the kinds o f poems I want to continue to write.
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Feeding

Eight thirty and the branch
has broken. This year’s apples
are on the ground. I don’t want to be heretossing fruit over a fence to a horse.
I wish we had a better existence.
I don’t love this horse—
she isn’t mine and she can sense
that I’m afraid of her jumbo teeth.
Look around. So much of the world
has teeth. I won’t eat you-they say.
I say what it takes to unlock
the box, too. Apples thud
near her front hooves, her nose
rolls them, her head raises,
an apple is being lifted
by her teeth. Dozens to go
and her jaw closes sideways around them,
juice and bits shooting from her mouth.
Sad apples. I should have told them,
blossoming in the barnyard
delivers this end.

10
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Hepatoscopy
Opening the sacrificed sheep with a blade
revealed its liver which revealed
everything. During the Bronze Age,
the liver was a prophet. And so
it was hated and so it was loved.
I’ve held a young sheep in my arms
and felt the bones under its skin and wool
and sensed that the universe
was unfolding nicely. I think
I’m a believer, that if a talented
puppeteer were to stuff his hand
in any puppet and say just the right thing
that my bones could trust.
I talk like bones are solid,
but they’re not. When strained
they break. We’ve learned how
to save people from their bonesa greenstick fracture, a punctured lung.
Last night we didn’t do it right
and a teenage boy was killed
by his own rib. Snapped from its cage
it looked for its other end—broke
into the lungs, pierced close
to the heart. I now know exactly where
a person’s lungs are inside of them—
even when they wear a coat. I took
a class and inflated plastic lungs
inside a plastic torso—two long breaths
at a time. We can’t predict whether
or not someone may need our air.
But I carry mine with me—ready.
Enter the squirrel perched on a rock.
Nothing about it suggests that it wants
11
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to die. Only the sheep’s liver knows.
But today it’s silent—feeling neglectedstill buried inside the grazing sheep,
burdened by blood. Tired of the ceremony,
the cutting, the tough ocular search,
we’d rather turn them into sheets,
or cheese, or devour them in mint-sauced chops.
One thump and I collide with the squirrel.
Out of us, I am the only one that exists.
I have erased it. Long ago,
people consulted such erasures.
But this is Michigan, and nobody pretends
they’re in the Indus Valley. We don’t go around
plucking bones or digging sharp-knifed
for the good and the bad news.

12
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Cryptozoology
People on the banks of the Tapajos River,
deep in the Amazon, believe they have found
the mapinguar—a red-haired, long-clawed, enormous sloth.
Before villagers found it, it did not exist.
Sadly, the mapinguar is considered imaginary,
as certain scientists do not believe these reports
and refuse to track unknown animals. Similarly,
not everyone fishes in Loch Ness.
I had a lover who believed in Sasquatch
and tracked him for two weeks
through the mountains of western Canada.
I had a sister who distrusted the legend of Bigfoot
but was certain the abominable snowman
was trudging through the Himalayas.
Even though they had names
and fit perfectly into their ecosystems
and family trees, death struck them both
like a careless bee. What I wouldn’t give to be pulling
a net out of the Arabian Sea and find them
alongside ten thousand fish—alive—
looking up at me. Never again would I believe
the dead. Really, only one of them is dead,
I label the other “dead to me.” I fell in love
certain he was my kind of animal. But he
outgrew the habit of me and in the moonlight
abandoned one house for another.
I moved. When I move it’s always a long
ways away, leaving lovers and siblings to dot my life.
When I’m with them, I often think
I’m watching myself. My sisters look
that much like me, my lovers form
that well to my body. The trick, I think, is belief.
Endangered Yeti, misunderstood bear-man,
I wish I believed in you—living your multiple lives—
eating the townspeople’s livestock, coupling with trees,
setting boulders on top of boulders in patterns
that baffle us. Someone had to put your footprint
outside my window. It wasn’t you I smelled
lumbering away, red-faced.
13
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Meanwhile, the Coelacanth fish is back to living
after 64 million years. We have touched it in waters
near Madagascar and based on its ancient fossil
and its actual living body, we are certain
this time we are right.

14
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Urban Animals
I learned about Chara, an Asian elephant,
wandering the streets of Bangkok
hungry for bananas, then about Barbara,
pulling the big tent up, wearing a headdress
with her name spelled in sequins, held in place
by her big ears. I learned this because PBS
wanted me to know about misery
and Shirley—alone in Louisiana,
tucked in a zoo. Twenty-two years
of foot chains and hose baths. “Elephants
need other elephants,” said the expert,
her lab coat buttoned tight, her purple collar
crushed against her skin. What was the point?
my new love asked me as I recounted the documentary
and cried. He feels that TV eats my sensitive heart
the way boric acid eats through the beetle’s thorax.
This is an unexpected example because
my love knows nothing about bugs, rather,
he loves Foucault. Nights like this
I sometimes wish I had an entomologist
to curl up with, to ask about the dangers
I myself might pose to exoskeletons. But tonight
I just want to curl up and finish this poem,
to forget the urban elephants and arrive
at something that makes me feel good.
Luckily, I think I can do that. I think I can
take my conscience out for waffles and sit
in a comfortable booth and not feel the universe
pinch me with its guilt. The waffles can feel
light as pastries, and the women who bring them
to me on brown trays can move perfectly through the air
to deliver them warm, their hips—always extraordinary,
the kind that children slide out of merrily
and go to school—swinging softly. Full grown,
I still go to school—a happy biped stepping down stairs
to open my classroom door and teach
from behind a plastic desk. And it so happens
that the sheet-rocked walls are painted mint green
and in this box I talk about words and get away
from every animal floundering. Where I walk
is not the hen house floor, chicken wire holding me
in my basket. How I travel is not through water,
hook and net sweeping the deep sea to clip me.
15
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Where happiness arrives, the universe
and I have a mutual understanding, I get to live
my life with this brain and thousands of one dollar bills,
which I can use however—
I can toss peanuts to the elephants
or just get into my car, my long arms steering,
and drive and, choice after choice,
feel the skin wall of my body or not.

16
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When Fate is Looking For You
A girl I knew in college was eaten
by a lion in Africa. Which could happen to youright as your life is happening. It could have been
the pink of your own spine, the one your mother
has slapped into good posture since kindergarten,
the spine still humming electric with optimism
and possibilities. It’s your brain that the spine heads to,
a brain that may remember the television late, late
at night running static on an empty channel.
Everyone is in bed, the television
didn’t get turned off, and you, conductor of voltage
out of the carpet fibers, touch it and are shocked.
Feel the buzz running down your spine
as you flip to the station showing animals
eating their prey. Sometimes, just one wildebeest goes down
while the entire pack thunders out of the camera’s view.
Colleen wasn’t looking for this kind of ending.
When it pounced, she could have been reminiscing
about her early days in Alhambra, the weight
of her blue school uniform gone for good. Or maybe
she was stringing nets into a wide stream all wrong—thinking—
I don’t have the hands for this, but I will try it again.
And the lion might have just been looking
to scare things, this might not have been deliberate.
Meanwhile, if it were you, your parents
would be bragging. Your absence would be eating a hole
in your mother’s heart, so she would be tearing around town
to find people who would listen to her say
that on a scale of zero to something—
you were something. No one would blame her.
At the funeral she’d blurt out other things
and, later, sniff your belongings to prove
that a lion can destroy everything,
even your smell. Never approach a church
at a moment like this and expect those gathered
to be ready to sing.

17
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Ninety Million Years Ago
A bee paused, oblivious New Jersey would one day exist.
Now, found in an amber deposit in New Jersey,
it’s the oldest fossilized bee. Not bumble, or honey,
the kind we understand. It’s primeval,
resembling what will eventually become our bee.
To hell with bees, my father said, knocking a hive down
with a shovel. He feared hives built in holes. One moment
a man can be mowing his small green lawn, the next
he’s wearing a suit of bees. A teacher once told me that like a shark
or tick carrying lyme disease, bees are not on the lookout for me.
They have jobs, she said. The pupas aren’t going to feed themselves.
Perhaps she believed that to keep a lilac safe we needed to never touch
the bee. Lodged in flakes of coal outside of Bonn we continue
to find them frozen and well-preserved. If she were one of those bees,
I bet she’d want a man to sift through leaves of coal until he found her.
It seems, whether or not we should, we like being touched.
We arrive at parties ready to perpetuate our species and break hearts.
We won’t go extinct if we continue like this. Not here,
but in a better world we’re a lot like the bee—small,
ridiculously in love with our mortal stingers and determined queendesigned to live amongst each other in a system producing a perfect hum,
creating walls of honey because we know what tastes sweet.

18
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Reasons
He cut her open, took the knife
to the bone, but found her
to be just like any other goose.
Moral is, you shouldn’t lust for gold,
not even quietly, using your own knife, your own goose,
in your own backyard.
I think she made the golden eggs
to bridge their lives. I see the goose
as something else, something trapped
in a feathered body. Shouldn’t the moral
include the goose, admit that we all do
extraordinary things for money and love?
Today the goose
is made of steel. She isn’t that rare.
And we’ve quit trying to dismantle
her magic body, rather, we’re trying
to predict when the next egg will fall.
Sometimes people kill for it. That’s how want works.
Sometimes the goose is disguised, sometimes a sign
is posted letting everyone know that the driver or cashier
is carrying a goose holding less than twenty dollars.
Luckily for everyone, the real goose is imaginary
and dead—or the greedy among us
would be invading every farm, sorting through
even the clucking hens, turning their beds over,
tossing them around by their feet,
we’d be feeling inside them with an oily glove,
wanting the eggs to be our miracle,
certain their existence had nothing to do with love.

19
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A Journey
A boy didn't want to be locked in.
He wanted to blow with the prairie grass,
to feel deep and green. He was off to Alaska,
crossing a half-frozen river. The temperature was unusual,
the rain half snow. Not quite spring
and he went stuttering up the mountain in the cold,
lived in a bus. He wanted to live
like his ancestors but he refused to spear,
stained his fingers green picking tough berries.
He waited. He thought the wet grass
would be a marvelous sight in the wild.
He waited to rush the fields,
waited for the grass tips to turn green
and whip around him when he moved.
It was never green enough and he started back.
He was writing these things down.
But he was talking to himself too,
delusional from eating the wrong berries.
And he'd noted page numbers too as if
it mattered in keeping things straight.
The water exploded like clockwork
out of melting snow. The streams
carried along large chunks of ice.
Standing at the river's edge
he wanted to cross. It was too big.
His boots were soaked. When it grew dark
he lit a candle, looked to see beyond what he could see—
and in his mind he went ahead anyway.
Crossed the river, armed with irresistible secrets
he hadn't intended to carry this far
and his half-hatched drive for adventure. Near dawn
his neck cooled and he knew which bank
he was on—blamed the river, recognized
that its rage pitted against his puny will
was the greatest injustice he'd ever see.
He walked back to his bus, kicking the air
to feel the fight left in his icy bones—got there—
and sat down, began waving his arms
just to keep his body going—
but quit, closed his eyes,
admitted it was over,
and that it was not okay to leave this.
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YMCA, 1971
It took a quarter to keep the lights on—
that was all the machines knew. And so
my mother emptied her purse for change
while my father tried to resuscitate a man
on the tennis courts in the dark. But the man
died. The paramedics called the heart attack
massive, a widow-maker. My parents
had just wed, neither one knew how to play
tennis well, it was something they were going
to pick up together. Years later,
after taking up racquetball instead, after their son dies,
after they divorce, this is the one story
where their two sides continue to match.
They say it felt like it was going to be
another ordinary day. They fed the dog,
then walked into the damp indoor air,
onto the invisible slick of the courts. My father
was poised to receive my mother’s serve, when
a woman cried, My god, my god and I don’t know
what to do—the buzzer sounded that time was up
on the lights, everybody dropped their rackets,
and began running in the dark
toward the white glow of the dying man’s clothes.
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My Grandfather's Chair on My Mother's Side
The bird flies from my hands and I've had my chance,
I think. My parents will never trust me
with another pet. Which reminds me of the chair
I accidentally burned in our garage-my grandfather's chair, crafted out of mahogany,
near which I was careless with matches and candles
and rolled magazines lit at one end. The smell
that comes from an old wooden chair, the way
the flames acted like fingers, feeling away the wood. I loved
how the polish sizzled when I touched the flame
to it. I burned two of the legs into charcoal.
I had been responsible for the death of memory, they said.
Stupid, my father would yell at me and promise
to never forgive me. And now I've lost
my bird and it's out in the air catching
diseases that it doesn't know about.
It's landing all wrong in the trees, perching where
sparrows or robins belong and standing out
with its bright yellow body and green trim.
What will she eat? For weeks my mother has complained
about the starlings nesting at the end of our gutter.
Garbage birds, she called them once. I treat most things
with care, and I feel bad about the chair. I know
that I have had lousy moments. I can't alchemize
anything back out of air or smoke. My mother
went to beat the fire out with a long-strawed broom.
I was grabbing the air with my fists
for inches, feet, and the diameter of entire planets
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after my bird lifted off. She slapped the broom
on the concrete floor when the straw caught fire. She
pressed her lips to my father's neck and then pulled
back an inch to whisper everything that I had done.
My parents keep the chair, as disfigured and
worthless as it is; they keep it in the garage still.
They never sat on it anyway and I'm sorry that I tempt
the outcome o f things. No sorries come from
them afterwards. They are cold and I do not speak.
There is nothing I can do for my bird.
It smelled its future and flew
out of our cul-de-sac into a new afternoon.
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Clearly, I’m The Beast
I'll save them all the suspense,
I'm never going to be much
better than this. I spill milk
on the table still and I'm twenty years old.
You'd think my father could live with this,
you'd think the death of my brother
and sister would allow him
to cherish my flawed movements.
I lay my hand wrong
and it's like I've channeled a sewer
loose on the table, like I've put the neighbors
at risk. Hey Dad, I want to say,
I'm cleaning it up before it sinks in.
Every story he aims at me
is about ordinary lives retold
so as to return people
to brutal circumstances they lasted through.
My sister had talent and muscles,
one moment she was able to sing soprano
a cappella in a choir. Pure bravura,
and then she was able to steady her own weight
on the bank of a raging canal
and pluck her friend out
with a fistful of gathered willows.
Which in some ways makes her death,
for me, entirely unforgivable.
You think death is hard?
I've got to compensate for his fictions
and dramatic endings.
I have to take this cloth
and clean everything.
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Short-haired Pointer on Porch Street
If it understood its tongue, it might use it
to lick the paint chips from its gums.
But no matter how much time it has,
it never experiments—its tongue never leaves
the pocket of its mouth—except to pant.
The mailman has already come. Another boring day,
strung out on a rope that will never break,
a rope that comes alive, happy and thick
like a monkey’s tail—every time the dog
bolts down the stairs. A walker passes by
on the sidewalk, smelling like the cocker
that she’s left at home. The dog wants a leash
and a woman to stroll with. A boy finishing
a Popsicle tosses it the stick. This is no place
for a dog. It pounds its lazy head against the screen,
hooks a tooth in the mesh. But the owner
is far from this street, making love to a married man
in the back seat of his car. She’s behaving
like she’s half woman, half cat—biting the nape
of her lover’s neck. The dog’s mouth is dry,
the heat makes it tired, and so it folds its legs down.
In its head it is playing the part of a different dog,
it moves electric through a marsh
chasing a murderer like a bullet,
while the plain dog it is rubs its teeth against
the top stair, snaps its jaws. The tear
in the screen flaps in the breeze. The woman
will leave it, horseflies and stink bugs
will wander in through the hole. The dog
is not passing any judgment on her life.
A girl strolling along touches its sleeping head.
The dog’s side ripples, its back leg
drums itself on the concrete.
This is what a dog’s life wants—
hand smoothing its coat, voice making
the sound of its long forgotten name.
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Bountiful, Utah 1972

Life began. I, like many,
was all wrapped up in the Lord.
Until I found the word sycamore
on the tip of my tongue. My tongue,
my first influence towards something else.
I wish this story had a climax—charlatans,
witch doctors and a dancing gnome.
But no. It was my own perfect alveolar ridge.
It was twenty-five years of ordinary discoveries—
hot pans, wet towels, the absolutely round eyeballs
of the man next door. I took in odors
and was disturbed. I cut my finger
and let it drip. Just like this, I let go
of the past and the past’s people.
They walked life’s short plank
and fell out of their clothes. I teetered
on the lip of a moral cup.
I looked at the coffee bean and said,
you ’re not evil. Not believing
in eternity should have broken me.
But I understood the saw blade’s job.
I unsnapped God like a clip-on tie.
Satan never brought his fantastic army.
For twenty-five years I cried out
of hot windows, not sure if I knew
what the shape of the world would be
at my death. A round ball?
I sat on a hill and knew the story
had its start and end. One day
I hated my own girl heart;
it was a stone inside of me.
The next day this was not so
and never would be again. Luckily,
I had no say. I began life,
heaven or not, a stone’s throw away
from a brick church as a half-blonde anyone.
What I am, my soft shoreline, my need
to unlock doors and move
from one train seat to the next,
has saved me.
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View of My Faith
The clothesline project had to come down.
The words on those shirts,
the fact that some women had inked them
onto their temple garments with a Sharpie pen.
My Mormon college put its foot down.
Women aren’t supposed to say those things—
I was raped by a priesthood holder,
thanks fo r the chlamydia and torn vaginal wall.
They are supposed to take their nose bleed
or split lip to their bishop. I was raised
to think that a woman’s focus
should be on living right, on being
the kind of girl whose knees could never
be pried apart—and if they were,
she needed to reexamine what she
was wearing. One shirt told
an entire story. As a little girl,
her uncle had wrapped his hands
around her slender throat. The mother
told her not to fight, that if she didn’t
he would bless her with consecrated oil
and she would end up being okay.
Don’t bother looking for this green shirt.
It was quickly taken down. The myth is,
all Mormon men are an inch away
from becoming gods themselves
and women make the difference. I thought
if I lived righteously my pelvic bones
could never break. But then,
for me growing up sex was never
all that important. All I wanted
was to go to heaven and watch
my dead brother be alive.
I had no idea my life was going to be
this long or that I would walk out of church
on a Saturday and never go back.
The clothesline hung for one breezeless day.
It made squares of shade on the grass. I sat
and watched long-skirted women plucking
the pins off of the line. They put the shirts
in a cardboard box. No men around.
Boys pedaled their bright bikes
straight to class without turning their heads.
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Cannibals & Carnivores
The power of a mouth lies in what it will not eat and people don’t like piranhas—not
because of their exaggerated teeth, but because we fear their determination to eat even
themselves. Or so the animal expert believes, standing on a riverbank—his rubber boots
pressing down the grass. And so, he says, the Indian tiger is revered by the natives,
of course: her spirited stripes, padded feet. And the valley dwellers do not hunt her,
because she will eat their flesh, but not her sister’s or her own children’s. She, like us,
looks at the chain the universe has her by and nods.
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Sometimes This Happens
A thin piece o f ice covers the drinking trough
and for reasons only a cow can know, she refuses
to push her tongue through and drink. And so
my father breaks the ice with a shovel and scoops off
the slush, and the cow thankfully lowers her head
to drink. Is she thankful? Shit is caked
to the back of her hind legs. A cough
rolls from her throat, pushing steam
out of her mouth. Her pregnant belly
hangs below her. A hundred other cows stand
in the trees with their brown faces
turned away. This cow drinks alone
because something is wrong. My father
caught her chewing on a piece of fence.
He’s worried that she’s swallowed
a strand of wire. This is the third cow
he’s seen that will die this way. The metal
will worm its way through all four stomachs.
He doesn’t know why a cow
would do this. He pats her side,
rubs his gloved hand across her frost-covered spine.
Snow drops from the low clouds
and lands on our coats. A cow will never
eat the snow. This one lifts her head
from the drinker, tossing the hose
onto the ground, spraying an arc of water
over our heads. A calf means money.
We want her to live long enough. She swings
her unapologetic body away from the tub and walks
toward the other cows. Her hooves are dark
and slick and as she moves she stumbles, the weight
of her steps tearing the half-frozen ground.
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I Argued for Her Overcoat
In the French film, the woman
had black hair and a villain heart.
How uneventful that she lived.
How artistic that this
was foreshadowed
by rain—in scene after scene.
Afterwards, pulling details out,
you recall the theatrics
of piano music, and her
lovely face, bone white,
bone dry, even as gutter water
was running over the curbs.
Her main objective was to prolong
adulterous encounters with four
married men. You hated her already
and then she didn't keep the baby.
Whose baby? No one said,
but the reckless conception moved you
to disgust. Her overcoat
stuck out like a super hero's cape,
which you felt was overdone.
And the splash o f water, you add,
had to be the suggestion of symbolic
properties-baptism, somehow unable
to penetrate her coat. Hitting her
like that scene after scene, you imagine
eight choreographers holding buckets
of water, splashing it down
on her or men with hoses hooked up
to fountains. These tumultuous swills
all deflected by her overcoat.
You say such a bad woman.
And the way she could pull herself
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out of their beds, the quick
and easy movement of wrapping
the coat on. You start to mock her
by fastening and unfastening your own
coat buttons and ties and we aren't
that far away from the theater
and people notice you. I argue
for her and say she knew
she was a failure, didn't you see
her vulnerabilities? But you mock
her exposed breasts, the scene where
she slides her stockings down
her open thighs and you condemn
her giddy nature too, which I never saw
and then I say everyone in the film was wearing
those coats and were blatantly sensual
and you say that a good plot
would have finished her in the end.
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According to My First Love
The way I saw the world was soft.
Neither did he think I could see
the "long view." I was only a bush, tree, boulder,
or one deer ahead of myself. I went slow
to please him. I pussyfooted.
That heightened his fears. While we dated
I believed that he could sight pitfalls
with unearthly accuracy. Launching people
and technology into space was futile,
he assured me, because we'd hit the moon already,
walked on it, driven over it-w e'd picked and drilled pieces
to bring back. Think of the money we'd save
if we gave up on it tomorrow. He clipped articles,
recorded news clips—not always explosions—sometimes
the satellites and telescopes just ran off course.
Then he seized anything as victory. When a rogue elephant
on the news stomped cars, trapped her trainer
with her trunk, crushed him under her two front knees—
he said this is why he would never take me to the circus.
His hands moved the air as if he could convince it
to feel indignant too, or as if he could connect it
directly to his heart. He asked me how people could watch
tigers leap through hoops aflame or elephants stand
on each other's backs. They would never do that
in the wild, out of their own free will.
I was equipped with such a small sense of danger,
no idea how bad it could be. Our final spring
he cut me lilies, then left to fight a forest fire
by hauling water to a line. Alone, I helped relocate
a nest of sparrows. I found a butterfly pupa half-crushed
beside a rock. I put it in my pocket and touched it all afternoon.
But when I set it in an empty jar, it never developed.
That, my conscience told me,
there is nothing you can do for that.
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Riding

I am always sad and my garbage
is always stinking--on a curb
not so far away. Let me start again
and erase this smell. I wear my sadness
like a coat and the coat never comes off.
Its wooden buttons are fastened to me.
My mother made it. My father handed her
the idea. My pockets are empty
and it has always been too long.
I used to carry a hankie and a tiny mouse.
But my pocket grew a hole. No, the mouse
is not responsible. I felt all of its well-mannered paws
and they felt me. It had one tooth that kept snapping
loose. And when I approached a man
it would wink its left eye. And when I prayed to God
it would crawl to my pocket’s velvet edge.
I woke up one day, the sky was blue,
and it and my hankie were gone.
I thought about giving my sadness a bath.
But why remind this heavy self
of how it is nothing like the light mouse
riding a feather out of town.
If, on my two giant flesh feet, I could have tunneled
alongside that mouse, it would have led me
to a new world where mice die
at the drop of a hat and everyone knows this
and, therefore exists bareheaded out of love.
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Page One
I wake—
the barrels of his forearms
holding me. Midnight
has laid out the stars.
And he stays, even when
I close my eyes.
Here when I core the apple,
here when I move the cat,
here when my key opens the sticky lock.
Sometime soon
he will roll over and touch
my heart’s place,
her bone cage—even as dreams happen
inside of him. He may be in Borneo
peeling a lime. If so,
I am with him, skinning the fish.
This is my life.
Wherever I go, he loves me.
Wherever I go, I’m picking up a pen.
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Vertigo
When cars drive by I pull over
and let everyone pass. Asteroids threaten
to pock the earth. I hear the wind, the pressure
as they all roar by. I shake at the comer
of Bliss and Hackney. Nothing over one ton
can travel this road, but I can still be struck.
I deconstruct the newspaper, I can sadly say
that my life is about teetering up the same ladder
as anyone. Why do I want to live a longer life anyway?
I hear the quick wind, I see brittle branches
snap and fall onto the light snow and then
they are gone. Just like air I go up and down
and in and out. Like the oldest doll I own
I seem to have a boneless neck.
I flip flop to exist. My air bag will snap my neck
if I lose more weight, if we ever collide.
I eat meat to consume a little toughness.
I’ve been lashed for breaking a tooth on veal.
But I’ve learned to weigh what I taste against
what I kiss. I can melt the snow with these lips.
Even though I’m flimsy I’m beautiful.
Even though I know this I fall down.
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Fable Revisited
Annie is saving Michigan’s state reptile,
a painted turtle—not to be confused
with the white-tailed deer, or the mastodon, Michigan’s
state game mammal and fossil. Of which the former thrives,
while the latter dwindled to bone and dust.
So, more than just a turtle,
just a slow-moving invertebrate, Annie is rescuing
a cold-blooded symbol. It’s a tense moment
as cars go around our stopped car, barely noticing Annie
schlepping the symbol across the road to open grass.
If they are wise the motorists will see how the grass, too,
has a second meaning.
And then they meet. Annie
is the mediator who, turtle in hand, becomes a symbol herself—
for women who insist on confronting machines.
Picture the body as a machine. Now, picture her body
fighting against a man’s body (often). Unlike the turtle,
who will crawl slowly through a meadow and subsist
on vegetation and luck, Annie is unlucky, a woman
who is barely intact. She prays for love and babies,
and by this I mean she’s having unprotected sex.
Watch as she jumps a small retaining wall to give the turtle
a better chance. It snaps at her in the field’s center,
wags its head and tail like a mechanical toy operated by coins.
Annie’s face looks into its shell before she drops it
and races over a fence. She wants it to know she is trying
to help. Annie has been gone only two minutes.
To a turtle it must feel like a lifetime.
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Destination Driving, Idaho Falls

Is anything fair? Was it fair that I lived in a city
divided by a snaking river and treacherous falls,
so it was over if I missed a turn, I would be on the wrong side
of everything? It didn’t seem fair that my instructor
was a middle-aged man who arrived like clockwork
to correct his students’ turns and stops. And even now
I think they should have brought in a different man,
because it was clear to everyone that his mind
was not in the car, but on the roof of his house
where two summers before his long-legged boy
had misjudged something—the slope, the shingles,
the ability of his soles to not slide down the backside
of the house. And what’s really sad is that at a younger age
that boy had tried to die, had tried to hang himself
in the garage with wire and rope and his dad was the one
who unstrung the noose. I live in a small town where people
talked about this and talked about this. And a lot of people
speculated that a two-story fall shouldn’t have killed someone
just turning twenty. They believed it was survivable and used
the example of a cat that had fallen five incredible stories
and managed to land on its paws and walk away.
But supposedly his boy slid into electrical wires that ran
near the house and I heard the woman who delivers my mail say
that Roger had been an agile ballplayer, and that it was curious
that he couldn’t have avoided his own electrocution—
if you took into account the length of the roof, the distance
he slid. And I think my parents summed it up best when
they told me to feel bad for Mr. Maguire, because Roger
was his only son and everything had been on the mend
between them. And I did feel bad-for years—
until I met him up close and he sat right next to me
and told me to drive to where the Yellowstone Highway
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met Ammon-Lincoln Road. In this story, I did. And I knew
where I was, our town’s notoriously tricky comer, the place
neither of my parents would drive by—because, once,
with my mother, we had almost all died there in a blue Toyota
and my younger brother had. And then Mr. Maguire pointed out
the spot to the other students in the back seat and for emphasis
he shook his finger in the air, then tapped it on the dash and said
head-on collisions and broad-side accidents should not be taken lightly,
and that a lot of accidents happen over the smallest mistakes,
and he told the other students to ask me if they didn’t trust him,
because he was sure I would second his remarks. So we should
always keep our hands on the wheel at nine and three o’clock, he said,
and only turn hand over hand, never take our eyes off of the road.
He doubted whether or not it was worth it to even give us
a passing grade because in a worst case scenario
we will all go out joy riding, hooping it up and slip over the line,
overcorrect, roll, live, and kill our passengers. We didn’t want
to have to live with that, he said. Especially since there is no way out
of disaster and all o f our hearts are going to break. These days
young kids cause most of the wrecks and the percentages
backed him up on this and did we understand what he was saying,
because he had an arsenal of examples he hadn’t used yet,
and was he getting through to us, because he was only looking
to keep us safe, he said, and we did see that, didn’t we?
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Tell

—an alcoholic father, a sad-faced mother,
an uncle who died while cleaning his gun.
My students have problems.
They put them down on paper,
hand them to me and say here,
here is a poem. Sometimes
they don’t get anything right.
Chad’s sister bled to death in a villanelle.
We found her in the bathroom by following
a trail of rhymes. Nobody in the workshop
wants to say what’s wrong. This poem
makes us sad. We want it to be perfect.
But the world isn’t perfect. They’ll suffer
even when they do everything right.
My students are young, the world
is going to hurt them because that’s what
the world does—it’s dangerous.
I should tell Chad that he has written
a great poem. That he is going to grow up
to be a great man who will have
children who he will never forget to kiss.
His little heart ticks like a bomb.
We can hear it. He wants to have
a better ending. But this is what he’s got.
His sister is gone. His thin face wants
to blow out every war and spin the earth
backward as if he were a super hero.
But he can’t. And if he could,
if his sister were here—
he wouldn’t have his poem
or know this grief-
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Enclosure
I was perched atop a scaffold at the zoo when a giraffe presented its head to me. It tilted
it sideways, reaching its long gray tongue towards the pressed wood railing. I placed
a wheat cracker on its tongue. Once my hands were empty, it shuffled itself backward
toward the herd. I hadn’t noticed that its bone and rust colored fur was beading with
water. I hadn’t realized it was raining at all. Small drops pounded us both. It was
springtime in Michigan, but you wouldn’t have recognized it. Zebras zipped across the
wide field. Lightning cracked open the sky. I felt behind me for the palm of my lover’s
hand. He was in a green T-shirt, the rain coating both sides of him like a leaf. All of the
animals stood away from the trees. A lone emu shook its round body hard and squawked.
It kept running along the fence line, jerking its wings open. As if the prison of water
could be shaken away. As if at any moment a feathered body can be absolutely free.
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The Path of Her Breath
I am so close to curling my cat
around a stick. She licks my mouth,
the trash. My old love,
in his old shoes, swatted at my cat
with his legs. Last week
I walked all the way home
to find the dishes gone. Some animals
deserve to be lonely. I was the only one
willing to kiss her mouth.
He used to separate my laundry, vacuum
geometric designs into the thick bourbon shag
of my rugs. His ovals were almost perfect.
If we all breathe at the same time
we will suck the windows in—
he said slowly as he packed his things.
So much of my place was his—
the aloe plant, frozen meat,
a woodcut pastoral of a field of lambs.
In my comer lies the enormous cat. Who,
I suspect, was beginning to stink
on purpose. Her with her tiger stripes
and black-tipped tail—she does not understand
what I’ve lost. I should swap her
for something ashamed to come out.
Something tender that’s willing to reflect
on its own dung. But no, she licks herself
and turns away. She assumes I grieve
because I want this grief.
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Contemplating Light
Tonight the moon is perfect. She beams on every west coast city—whole—entirely the
moon. Jane Austen is lining somebody’s shelf and it is likely that a silverfish has slipped
into a binding again, to thrive on the starch. And even though the silverfish is the exact
shape of a crescent moon, we should not blame the moon. She may dissolve. Astronauts
have tried to break the moon, have kicked her under their hard boots, have drilled tokens
out of her, have plunged a flagpole in her side. I know I am not the moon. Her light
bounces off of my lit TV. She is giving me something. A way to follow the bleached
stones home. My canary in her cage is under a dark cloth. It is night and she cannot take
the moon. It makes her stir. It makes her cry and toss seeds and husks from her cage
onto the floor. Her hard beak glistens, her tongue rolls over. Some of us crave a darker
night.
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Breaking

The cats seemed to understand
that we didn’t love them—
barely loved each other—
and that we wouldn’t be lasting long.
We caught them from behind,
put them in our trunk. We weren’t
cruel. They were placed
in a cozy box. My lover
found a large rock to go
on top. Everything was safe
as we rattled to the pound. And are
these your cats? asked the man
at the pound. No they weren’t, I said,
they were just cats, we were just a couple
who’d found them. Really,
they were my grandmother’s farm cats—
thin, sick, pink-eyed. She’d grown tired
of pouring them milk. And if no one
claims them, let me leave my name,
I said. (I didn’t want them but
I’d take them.) Good of me to have brought
them in, said the man, but these cats
were doomed—respiratory infections. I drove
with my lover—days numbered—to a hotel
out of town. Upstairs, we walked in,
the television already running. What about
the rock? he asked. I had it,
right? And I thought about the rock—
a small moon resting in the trunk’s
blue carpet nest. All he could think about
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was opening our window and dropping it
down four floors, aiming it into
a man-made lake. He pressed. I said no.
But he got the rock anyway.
I turned the channel, hyenas laughing
over their fresh kill. Out it went. He said
it would be fun. It landed on the pavement,
missed the lake completely
and split in two. He shut the window
and kissed my neck. This is what
I know about my body, it turns
to be loved at every instance, it feels
warmth and it wants and it wants.
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IV

47

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Yesterday

Yesterday, looking for snails,
five students died
when their canoes overturned.
The soft-bodied snails
went untouched—never breaking
their hold on the rocks.
How much can a reservoir hold
in the dark? Ask the moon
who was not out
washing their bodies with light.
One student survived
and he might grow up
to be a scientist with tremendous drive—
feel a need to get a move on
and figure out his atoms,
how they fly, how they stay
peaceably intact. Some of the drowned
might have dropped out anyway,
they all weren't going to be scientists
and perhaps one of them
was ready to die—already entertaining it—
so when his canoe capsized
it was simply a matter
of not coming up.
The paper said
with all of their gear
they sank like rocks. Except
for the survivor who had been asleep
on his pack. The parents
are blaming themselves, but they still
want answers that will get to the core
of what happened. Yesterday,
a mother broke a stone
on a stone to see its center,
and found an ordinary middle.
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Stories that Never End With Heaven
People are what matter most to me,
so who wants Teeda’s character to be
an unsympathetic refugee? I want my students
to love her when she takes diamonds for miles
to the borders of Thailand, wrapped in wax,
set in her teeth. I want them to never forgive
the Khmer Rouge. I want them to go home
and look at maps just to find Phnom Phen for once.
I want them to look at Teeda’s story
and think of Anne Frank, to look at Anne Frank’s story,
and think of me and Sonia Downing.
Who was never my friend. Who smelled so bad
she had no one. Once I went with her
to get out of class. Her nose was bleeding.
She cried. The teacher had said who will walk
Sonia home? When we got there she thanked me
and asked if I wanted to see something.
She slid her fingers under the garage door
and flipped it open. Her scrawny calves didn’t flex.
She held the door above her shoulders. Her elbow joints locked
and I saw boxes wrapped in wire mesh.
Full of bunnies and newspapers and shit,
they sounded like squeaking combines, big machinery
that wasn’t shutting down. She let the door fall,
the stench of urine and fur, blew in my face.
It was her job to clean and feed and water the cages,
and I was already crossing the block back to school
when I realized what a story I had on my hands.
That day I flung my hopes wide on Sonia’s story.
I told it to people making it worse, making the rabbits
dog-eaters, making the whole thing better when I told my mother
and she looked sad. Because people are what matter most.
I believe in the idea of a different ending. I believe
in heaven and my own ability to one day make Sonia Downing
not smell. Even though she did. Even though in my mind
she is as connected to dung as my parakeet is to her
crap-covered perch. Which surprises me. Even now
when I know at least a dozen names for flowers.
I could let Sonia fling open the door a second time
to reveal dahlias in bloom. I could make the garage
a sun room. And I could tell my students—
when they ask about Teeda’s father, who I suspect
was shot with his hands tied behind his back

49

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

with red parachute rope—I could tell them
what I think I know, how he probably went down
somewhere in the middle of a line
of over two-thousand educated men,
but didn’t feel any pain. No one should believe
that the world hangs there in space like a bare bulb
under a cracked ceiling.
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Cleggan Bay 1927
The storm turned the fishing boats over
like pennies, and men splashed into the water
and sank, and their catch of mackerel and herring sank.
While in the village of Inishbofin,
the women could feel ghosts falling in through
their stone chimneys.
After the tore pins had broken,
after the sea had spilt ships in two, a lot of men felt
they were going to die, felt they already had.
The sun rose over the cliffs, and they
grew certain that their wives were not
their wives, their blistered hands, raw from rowing,
were not their hands, but a new kind of punishment
for their afterlives.
Survivors walked their lucky lives
to the Star-of-the-Sea church and prayed.
There had been an understanding, if each man
set only thirty-three crab pots, one pot
for each year of Christ’s life, nothing would hurt them.
But then came this storm, and a farm hand speeding
towards the sea on a white horse. He carried
a warning that came too late-no one had read
the sky correctly.
The men held onto their nets as long
as they could, which historians will argue
was too long. Had they not needed money,
had the world not craved fish, they might not have
boarded those ships believing in the fairness of God.
Some of the men drowned in their own nets
and washed onto the beach only to be taken
back out again. What a sad thing for a new spirit,
watching your body be found only to be lost again.
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Vermont Collision
If you want to see a boy lose his dream
kill his mother with a train. It happened.
I was in Vermont serving a man
his baked whitefish. Her son was busing
a table. She was on her way to buy
an ice-cream cone. A whistle blew.
She got off of the tracks, but the side
of the train still clipped her soft body—
took it hundreds of feet until she fell
into a meadow. There were so many warnings.
That night he dropped half the things
I asked him to hold. There was no moon.
It was too dark. We were too happy.
We might have been laughing
as she was being hit. The next day
her son wanted to quit this job,
and high-school football, and break up
with his long-time girlfriend because
he thought he wanted to move to a better state.
It’s been years and I can only speculate
about how this turned out. He was fat and shy
and hardly spoke and I felt sorry for him
before this happened. Maybe he didn’t give up
football. It always made me happy
to think of him as a linebacker, sacrificing
his young body so the entire team could win.
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The Duplex on Avocet
I could say that her children are good,
but why. They swung a goat by its horns,
cut their initials into their own dog’s belly.
Or maybe they didn’t.
I say they broke my violin
over my soft head—but really—
they tapped their toes.
I want there to be three villains
and one sad story. But really,
on Thanksgiving, I shifted in my wooden chair
and laughed. The turkey basted itself
and I lifted a forkful of moist white meat
to my lips. In a perfect world,
my mother never let go of my father's hand,
I never leave him with this woman
and her children in the basement.
She is white like a piano key
and his face faces her face,
probably feeling her breath.
Because the world is awful,
I walk up the stairs and leave him,
am barely able to get my car to turn over
in the driveway. Their lips are probably touchingmy mother is still a secretarytrying to spell every word correctly.
And how do I unfold a happy ending
when all the extraordinary details
already happened, an eon ago,
when we were only looking somewhat,
because the future looked so goddamned big.
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Presto
At the magic show I always wanted the tiger
to reappear. Did I have a pea-sized brain?
It was in the box.
And it was impossible to tell,
but I thought the tiger looked blue,
as blue as a little girl who has lost her purse
with money inside for milk. I wanted someone
to tell the tiger it could lead a completely different life,
if it stopped being so good at performing
the trick. Someone should have tossed that tiger
a ham bone. But who listens to me?
I had to kiss the tiger goodbye in 1982.
Its brain grew a tumor and in came a lion
with a caramel-brown face.
It had a new trick. It opened its mouth
and received a man’s head. He put it in sideways
and it came out wet—hair sometimes sticking
to the cat’s fat tongue. Bright bulbs
lit up the lion from behind. Its big fur
held the light as it balanced
all four paws on a milking stool.
It stayed steady, mouth open,
so a man would not die,
not in front of us.
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An Analogy
I’m saying I was wrong
and he was wrong
and that our two wrongs together
were like a river hitting
the first of the big rocks.
His tit for my tat didn’t improve anything
for anyone. Except for the hikers
who looked at the rapids
from a huge distance in their dry shoes.
They saw water leaping,
something beautiful happening.
And maybe it benefitted a black bear
who managed to paw an extra fish
out of the equation. Soon it was no longer
about us. The hikers kept gawking
through binoculars down into the canyon,
and the bear continued to eat.
Fish were never intended to be immortal.
Surprisingly, I had thought of none of this.
I’m saying I was wrong,
I didn’t expect the wilderness of love
to be something you had to pack for.
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Hanging Up
I used to wait by the telephone, expecting
self-love to fall absolutely from the sky.
Today he wants me to go back to Balsa Avenue
and open up our old front door. In my mind
that house burned down and took the doors.
He forgets that in the middle of making love
God spoke, cracked the ceiling above us and warned
watch out. It was as if a meteor were speeding towards us both,
but he rolled out of bed onto all fours, sped alone
into the next room. I was struck by plaster and dust.
For a day my body resembled a slightly bruised
Bartlett pear. He planted little kisses on every mark.
As an apology he carried me up and down our stairs.
And now he wants me to go back and forgive-him
and his mother and the half-naked woman
he danced with just once. And because we are all
stupid and wrong and have traveled with dog shit
on the bottoms of our shoes, and forgotten to give
borrowed pens back, and slept with prostitutes
in parked cars, and robbed banks with loaded pistols
and loved the wrong people, I don’t hang up.
Even though he may start walking through my dreams again.
Who doesn’t want forgiveness? I talk and wander north,
listening to him under a spoon of stars. Love is ugly.
It never really ends. It hears me coming and waits
on every stair—it’s hoping I arrive feeling lucky,
with my whole heart ready again.
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Serendipity
If a pig walks out on you—
a literal teat intact, pink- necked pig—
don’t abuse yourself by asking,
Did it see me sideways in the mirror
and detest who I wasl
Focus on you and your troubled soul,
trundling all the way home for love.
Don’t expect a pig to care.
What sparks that insistent desire
to have a one-to-one relationship—
be it bovine or ursine or swine?
I got too close. The rumor mill
spread the story that I caught a pig
and did the unthinkable. Lesson learned.
In the twenty-first century, far away
from Broadway, people still clap with demands.
They want each questionable curtain
to be raised. But I shouldn’t be feeding
your mind with what I perceive
with my third eye. If it’s meant to happen,
if love is your disease—
go follow the hoof-pocked road.
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Clean
Clapboard houses. A gull lifting
an apple core out o f the trash.
Why doesn’t Nantucket use aluminum siding
and save itself the work? her mother asks.
The quiet daughter feels the wood
and thinks how life isn’t about keeping paint
fastened to a board. But the daughter
is pregnant and wrong. Before this trip
an anti-abortionist truck parked itself
across her clinic’s street, showed the fetus
strewn in pieces, which made
the five thousand correct answers she knew
fall out of her. She walks down Orange Street listening,
how long did it take for her own ears to form?
To look like a new woman, her mother
got a new haircut. But the daughter thinks
she looks like she’s drying out,
like a fifty-year-old feather fallen onto a dirt road.
Their sneakers kiss the cobblestones and squeak,
black luck rising. Right now on the television
in their room a woman’s life is being put in a box.
She camped in the wrong forest, risk being loose
and the world will cut you like a dog.
It seems as if once people turn off the TV
they forget this—the Ugly Body, such a risk,
cut open to figure out what went wrong—
cancer eating the uterus, eating the breasts—
the time bombs ticking inside some men.
The daughter was stupid not to see,
for letting a man’s mouth take her mouth,
for opening up her legs into the air and closing
her blue-shadowed eyes. The world is not safe,
every pillow should whisper as our heads crush them.
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Weigh the Promise
The woman in me pulls off a pink sweater
and places it in a drawer, lights
her candles, apricots spicing the air.
Part of me wants to throw this ring back,
but part of me is happy to have a diamond. Is love
sad? Part of me wants to chew the ring up
and die—part of me always wants to die, I pick
this piece of myself up all the time—mend its mittens
and kiss it on the mouth. I love its mouth—
the little beast. A doctor on the radio
said that a woman should never split herself
into halves—division has consequences.
But I’ve quit believing the radio waves,
even though the little beast has failed to join me—
tuning in news stations for more details on every
kidnapped girl’s life. Part of me is ready
to stand at the altar decorated in flowers
and kiss my lover’s lips. It’s like a trapeze.
We’re on opposite sides, and the minister
is asking me to sail through the air and land
on my lover’s perch. Do I trust myself?
The net below may swallow me like a fish,
like a flounder—caught, seared and served
on a platter. A platter is what prompted me
to put on shoes on run. I was a quick kindergartner,
not just one more girl pinned to a sink, handling
each china plate until it was dry. One time
I thought I was pinned—in a car-metal snapped
through metal to get me out. After I knew
I was going to live, I dedicated my life to me.
Here comes my lover’s footsteps. The clamor
of his shoes travels in the floor—from the sidewalk,
through the front door, down the hallway
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to my study. They vibrate in my ring. A physicist
might claim that this is impossible, unless
my lover travels like King Kong, his energy
swinging every object in the house. And some
would argue that because the physicist holds no love
for me that his words are closer to being true
than my own mother’s. I ’m home. I ’m home, I hear him call,
(I think I love this ring!) the little beast rolling
in her new grave as he moves through rooms to find me.
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Grow Up and Taste This
Let’s be gracious
and call life seemingly
fair. Maybe you
will get to see
a grackle
without a black heart
or one mischievous bone—
this is the vision
of a do-gooder’s soul.
A woman
who thinks every
planetary creature
means to do good.
As I do
and have done—
Let’s be ungracious.
Here, let me
offer you the air
as it turns
chilly in October.
A big part
of my life
is being cold.
I was almost
destroyed by
gunners who
had one chance
to take down
their game
and then left me
in the bush
with a picture
of a fallen buck.
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I would point
my finger at them
now to prove
some point, but they’ve
all died.
I out-climbed
this valley and my
right to escape
any past. I have faith
in the universe
but I want
to punch holes in it
and my childhood
dream to buy
dilapidated buildings,
repair the pipes,
repoint all the bricks
and then move in
the poor. Who
needs a merciful
heart? If I believe
in a safe haven
for the good,
if disasters go
around just to be
impetuous, if
a merciful soul
is a good thing,
if you dream the
same dreams
I dream, you must
be kind to all
of the animals
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in the zoo. And if
they get out
they will remember
who was quiet
and looked on
and who threw
rubbish between
the bars. Who wants
to risk that?
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Worry
Because I have a new religion and believe
that I will always exist, I have stopped
running like a gray mouse away from deathstill, once a month I stand in the shower’s flood
and feel my breasts for lumps. As far as I know
I am cancer-free, unlike my aunt who wouldn’t let
the doctors take her breast, gave them one small piece
and then acted like a wolf, always defending herself
against them. Before cancer, she thought
I can Vget cancer. Science tells us to weigh
our risks. She counted on Mormon pioneers
to deliver her a blonde-haired, tumorless body.
I have never loved my picky aunt. I’ll smell
whatever the air gives me, eat the too soft peach,
ride a simple yellow bus, exhaust fumes
sometimes worming their way in through the cracks.
After this body I’ll take another. Or so I think.
Let’s move on to what? I love birds. A sparrow pecks
the horse’s grain, swallows the dog’s kibbles,
shits on the field grass and flies into
an apple-weighted tree. Compared to it,
my body is a block, my cells may split
whether I eat the Twinkie or not. The earth turns.
Trees fall down. If you aren’t standing under them,
you persist-this is life. The earth irons
its own wrinkles and you, for a while, live.
I’m ready for something else, to be a bird now,
watching from a mid-level branch suspended
in air, where it would be hard not to extend
my wing tips and let the world take over.
The world takes over too much, the small things say.
Now that I am small I watch as it takes over an ant hill
in the shape of three boys with sticks. No chaos,
as the ants decide collectively to resist the impulse
of each boy’s heart. The colony teems. I flutter,
the sun reflects off my black beak and blinking eyes.
And it feels good to exist above this worried ground.
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